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TRAUMA-INFORMED PERFORMING
ARTS EDUCATION
Nurturing optimal learning and performance flow conditions
► YVONNE HOUY // CULTURAL STUDIES
► KYMBERLY MELLEN // THEATRE

► ALETHEA INNS // DANCE
► MORGAN IOMMI // COMMUNICATION

► PROJECT DESCRIPTION
Trauma is the emotional response to a disturbing event or series of events, and can cause
symptoms such as unpredictable emotions, flashbacks, headaches, and nausea, according to the
American Psychological Association (2022).
Trauma literally changes the way people think and learn. Learning activities in the performing
arts - such as adjusting the body through touch, or the emotional content of scenes - can retraumatize students unintentionally. In contrast, creating the conditions for emotional states that
enhance learning is a science, and an art, that can support conditions for optimal performance
(Immordino-Yang & Damasio, 2007; Cavanagh, 2016; Li et al., 2020) including Flow states
(Csikszentmihalyi et al., 2018).
Performing arts educators can proactively support students and performances by becoming
trauma-informed (Poole & Greaves, 2012; Mental Health First Aid Workbook, 2020) and actively
using intimacy training and consent processes (Pace, 2020). Trauma-informed education draws
on recent advances in brain science and trauma research, and body awareness treatments
that activate the brain’s neuroplasticity and rewire disturbed functioning (Van der Kolk, 2014;
Menakem, 2017).
This transdisciplinary project - a 2 hour workshop for performing arts educators - brings together
a Theatrical Intimacy Education (TIE) and DEIJB educator, a professional dancer and trauma
victim advocate, and learning designers focused on the effects of emotion on learning, traumainformed education, and conditions for flow learning experiences.
While educators are not trauma therapists, an understanding of trauma-informed educational
practices in the performing arts is crucial for supporting students and performers who are in
recovery from trauma, and make retraumatization in classrooms and performances less likely. TIE
best practices and personal boundary exercises support the emotional aspects of motivation and
learning, and can ultimately enhance acting and dance learning activities and performance flow
states.

A scene about
remembering
childhood
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Chekhov’s The
Cherry Orchard,
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► ABOUT THE COLLABORATORS
Yvonne Houy (Ph.D. Cornell University) is the UNLV College of Fine Arts Learning Technologist and At-large Faculty Senator
serving on the Executive Committee. As Alliance for the Arts in Research Universities (a2ru) Executive Board member, she
supports transdisciplinary arts research integration. A UNLV Ombuds mediator, she helps transform conflict into resilient working
relationships.
Alethea Inns (MS Northeastern University) is an instructional technology specialist for UNLV’s Office of Information Technology,
a former professional dancer and choreographer, and victim advocate for victims of sexual violence. She also serves on UNLV’s
Executive Accessibility Advisory Board, and advocates for equitable learning experiences using e-learning technology.
Morgan Iommi (Ph.D. Ohio State University) is an instructional designer for Nevada State’s Center for Teaching and Learning
Excellence. Morgan provides professional development to faculty across disciplines and has previously taught in her home
discipline of Communication with a focus on motivation, attitudes, and emotion.
Kymberly Mellen (MFA DePaul University, MA Southern Utah University) teaches all levels of Acting Performance, and directs
and performs on the stages of UNLV’s Nevada Conservatory Theatre. Her classroom and rehearsal practices are informed by TIE
(Theatrical Intimacy Education) best practices, DEIJB focus, boundary setting, and trauma informed pedagogy.
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